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            ‘Richly immersive. A mysterious and magical journey through loss and grief.’
      

            Fiona Valpy, author of The Storyteller of Casablanca

            ‘This intercontinental journey into joy, grief, nature and magic confirms Holly Ringland as one of Australia’s most precious, life-changing storytellers.’
      

            Booktopia
      

            ‘Nobody writes about the pain of being alive more deftly than Holly Ringland. She brings such empathy to the topics of grief, love, family conflict and loss… Astonishing in its scope, detail and sensitivity, The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding is tender, magical, epic, funny and devastating.’
      

            Kate Leaver, Author of The Friendship Cure

            ‘A mythological journey as much as an unfolding mystery, full of symbols… a magical, witchy, quirky, luminous book, full of the natural world, the night sky and the ever-changing water around the islands on which it is set.’
      

            The Australian
      

            ‘Another spell is cast by Holly Ringland. I was swept away by this triumphant and luminous story.’
      

            Myfanwy Jones, Miles Franklin Literary

Award shortlisted author for Lea

            ‘Like the best books, The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding is ultimately a story about love. Ringland is a virtuoso of fairytale storytelling for adults.’
      

            Sydney Morning Herald
      

            ‘Myths and legends are the touchstone to truth in this epic journey through love, loss, courage and kinship. But The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding is also an elegant and mesmerising tribute to the places that hold our stories, heart and memories. Holly Ringland writes with such tenderness, wit and imagination about all these things that it’s impossible to come away from this magical story unchanged.’
      

            Sally Piper, Author of Bone Memories

            ‘Fans of Holly Ringland’s beautiful first novel, The Lost Flowers of Alice Hart, will fall equally in love with her second.’
      

            The West Australian
      

            ‘Vivid and soaring… The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding is a haunting story of trauma and redemption…a great recommendation for fans of Elizabeth Gilbert’s The Signature of All Things, as well as Ringland’s debut The Lost Flowers of Alice Hart.’
      

            Books+Publishing
      

            ‘Holly Ringland creates expansive, magical worlds in her novels and packs them full of love. The story of Esther Wilding will get under your skin and stay there well after the last page.’
      

            Victoria Hannan, Author of Kokomo and Marshmallow

         

      
   


   
      
         Holly Ringland is a writer, storyteller, and television presenter. She grew up in Queensland, Australia and prior to the pandemic, divided her time between Australia and the UK. Her award-winning, bestselling debut novel, The Lost Flowers of Alice Hart, has been published in 31 territories and will stream globally in 2023 as a seven-part series on Amazon Prime, starring Sigourney Weaver. In May 2019, The Lost Flowers of Alice Hart won The Australian Book Industry Award General Fiction Book of the Year.

         The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding was published to critical acclaim in Australia and New Zealand in October 2022 and became an instant best-seller.
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            This book is dedicated to the love of family, especially

            those we choose.

             
      

            To Myf, sister, keeper of light in dark woods.
      

             
      

            And this book is for Sam, my Space Club.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Some would say that any story of water is always a story of magic, and others would say any story of love was the same.
      

            HEATHER ROSE, THE RIVER WIFE

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The first skin: Death
      

         

         
            [image: A statue of a woman stands on a pedestal with the inscription "Welcome to Binalong Bay." The statue is outdoors, surrounded by greenery and a road in the background.]

         

         
            
               
                  If you want change,

raise your sword, raise your voice.
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         On the afternoon that Esther Wilding drove homeward along the coast, a year after her sister had walked into the sea and disappeared, the light was painfully golden.

         It was March, a liminal time on the island when the tides began to change. Cooling sea breezes blew through the blue gums. Bobs of bull seals left their summer-born pups to go hunting for food. Drifts of black swans began building their nests for winter hatching. By March the Cygnus constellation shone low on the horizon, hidden by daylight. Esther shifted down a gear and eased her foot off the accelerator to watch the sun cast tips of the sea in gold. This had been Aura’s favourite time of year. When they were teenagers she’d called it the golden in‑between. Her voice full of wonder. We can immerse ourselves in the sea and float our bodies between what’s above and below, Starry. This is when the veil between worlds is thin and everything you can dream of is possible. Whenever Aura talked about it, she got a mischievous glint in her eyes. Whereas Esther couldn’t stop herself from protesting that there was no veil because there was only one world, this one – why didn’t Aura get that? My little scientist, Aura would inevitably tease, rolling her wrists as she spoke, wooden bangles clacking. I’ll find the dreamer in you one day.

         A gust came through Esther’s wound-down window, carrying the blended scent of home. Eucalyptus, salt and wood smoke. She tilted her face away, as if she might be able to escape it. Beside her, the turquoise sea shimmered; bull kelp danced rhythmically in the push and pull of tiny waves curling clear on the white sand. Our bodies, our bodies. Esther gripped the wheel as she drove over a rise and around the corner that brought her into full view of the seven granite boulders in the far distance, covered in striking orange lichen and algae. Aura singing, Our bodies, our bodies, as she twirls through the shallows, her ankles embraced by fingers of kelp. Esther jiggled a knee. Bit her thumbnail down to the quick. At the taste of blood, she pressed her thumb into her fist and squeezed, sighing with irritation. She flicked the radio on and, after a moment of tinny pop music, switched it off.

         For the last twelve months, Esther’s life on the west coast of the island had been an escape; living and working on ancient river and rainforest country had been the life of oblivion she’d gone there in search of. It was a place of no memories other than the ones she made and remade every day. On the western edge of the island, on the edge of the world, Esther had found a place where she could breathe. But after she’d set off that morning and turned at the intersection where the dirt road met the national highway and the rainforest began to thin and open into dry pastoral country, Esther’s chest had tightened. Even when the clean scent of coastal eucalyptus started to come through the air vents in her ute, she still couldn’t breathe easy.

         All day Esther had felt outside her body, as if she was watching herself drive. She’d learned the topography of the coastal road when she was fifteen and Aura, eighteen, had taught her to drive. Esther watched again as her hand moved the stick through the gears while her feet worked the pedals around the bends. Watched herself lean into the corner which prompted her to look for the giant blue gum on the cliff with the swing hanging from its bough. Slumped inwards to clatter over the low bridge, leaned back to see the sail boats moored around the rockpool with the pink shells and green seaweed in its folds. She sat forward before the next unseen hill, eased her foot off the accelerator before the next hidden dip.

         This was the way they’d always come home. Together. Windows down, salty air in their faces. The floor of their ute littered with Chupa Chup wrappers and Aura’s Tally Ho papers. Seashells and banksia seed pods lining the dash. Stereo loud, singing Stevie Nicks, Janis Joplin, Melanie Safka. Esther’s heart contracting and expanding with such yearning and awe for her big sister, though she’d been sitting right beside her.

         Esther pressed her foot down on the gas and inwardly cringed at her childlike inability to accept how the sea, wind, trees and stars could still exist without Aura. And, yet. All the wild waves rolled in. Black swans dabbled along the marshes. And there they stood, the seven boulders huddled together, holding the warmth of the day’s sunlight deep inside like a secret. Despite her emotional resistance, Esther’s body remembered the way home. To where she had always been, first and foremost, Aura Wilding’s little sister.

         As she came over the last rise, Esther glared at the sight of a sculpture by the road, next to the sea, of a bikini-clad woman, hands on hips, hair flying, smiling. She didn’t have feet: both of her legs disappeared at the knees into a stone semblance of the sea, engraved with a shouty WELCOME TO BINALONG BAY. The sculpture had been in place welcoming and farewelling people for as long as Esther could remember. Growing up, being prone to a touch of claustrophobia, seeing the ‘Binalong Bay Girl’ always gave Esther sweaty palms and shortness of breath; her frozen smile, hair, bikini and legs in a stone sea, forever trapped. Esther hadn’t known how to manage her reaction to the sight of the sculpture until she was a teenager, when Aura had taken her out in the ute for one of their driving lessons.

         ‘I know how the sculpture could make you feel joy,’ Aura had said as she drove.

         Esther shook her head. Scowled.

         Aura looked sidelong at her, one eyebrow raised, afternoon light pouring over her shoulders. ‘What if I do this? How about now?’

         As they drove past the sculpture, Aura wound down her window and thrust out her arm, hand gripping an imaginary sword hilt. ‘Sisters of Seal and Swan Skins! Séala and Eala!’ she crowed. ‘Raise your swords and your voices!’ A peal of Aura’s laughter carried on the wind. ‘C’mon Starry, your turn.’

         Esther tightened her grip on the steering wheel. Sitting where her sister had sat. Hands where her sister’s had been. The Binalong Bay Girl shrank in her rear-view mirror.

         As she neared the headland and Salt Bay, Esther’s head pounded. The blinding hangover she’d awoken with that morning and had been fighting off with paracetamol was gaining on her. She’d been on the road for nearly seven hours, including breaks she’d had to take when she couldn’t suppress the nausea any longer. As much as she just wanted the drive to be done, she resented every shrinking metre that separated her from the awaiting homecoming. Her vision started to prickle at the edges, dark spots of fatigue and blurry anxiety. She glanced across at the bags on the floor of the passenger side, trying to remember which one held the paper packet of mixed lollies that she’d picked up at her last servo stop. A sugar hit would keep her going. She eased off the accelerator. Took her eyes off the road for seconds.

         Everything happened at once.

         Something exploded against the windscreen, which shattered but held. The sound of the explosion made Esther scream; the weight of impact and the fright of it caused her to swerve off the road, press her full weight on the brake and fishtail on the gravel. A sickly smell of something primal, bloody. Of rubber, something burning.

         Esther lurched to a stop in a cloud of dust and grit. She breathed fast, heart pounding, body shaking. Confused and disorientated, she reached for the door, pushed it open and stood up on wobbly legs. Her mind couldn’t take in what she was seeing: the wreckage of her windscreen, the bowl of crumpled metal where moments ago the roof of her ute had been, as if it were no more solid than wet clay being moulded by light fingertips. She stared at the front ruins of her ute. The windscreen glass was still popping, still shattering. Still holding. In the middle of it a black swan lay dreadfully still, blood-covered, its graceful neck slack, drooping.

         She cried out in horror. Pressed her palms against her temples and looked around to get her bearings. Slowly came to recognise the sheltered grove of blue gums by the headland, where she’d spent most of her teens scrambling over the seven silver boulders with Aura to dive into the hidden lagoon within. The car park was empty. Esther was alone. She tried to think calmly and give herself clear instructions. Check the swan. Call the police. Do you call the police if a swan falls out of the sky and hits your ute? If not the police, who do you call? Aura. Her sister’s name came unbidden. Esther’s stomach cramped. She doubled over, nausea and bile overwhelming her. Reached out to steady herself against her ute.

         ‘Esther?’

         She startled at the familiar voice shouting her name; a car skidded to a stop on the gravel behind her. Esther blinked in confusion as Tina Turner, all hair and black pleather, fishnets, denim and dazzle, got out of the car.

         ‘Esther?’ The woman gently braced Esther’s arms, searching her face. Her eyes flashed with alarm. ‘You’re alright? You’re alright.’

         Esther stared blankly at the woman’s face under the make-up and wig.

         ‘I saw kylarunya fall. I saw it happen,’ the woman said, gesturing at the fallen black swan on Esther’s ute and at her own parked car, engine still running, door hanging open.

         Beneath the teased, caramel heights of her wig and the assault of blue eyeshadow, pink blush and coral-red lipstick, Esther suddenly recognised Aura’s best and oldest friend.

         ‘Nin?’ she asked in bewilderment.

         ‘You’re alright, Starry.’ Nin’s voice softened. ‘Just a bit of shock. You’re alright.’

         Esther made a strangled sound, something between a wail and a laugh, fear mixed with relief to be in Nin’s soothing, familiar presence.

         ‘C’mere. You’re shaking like a sea snail.’ Nin rubbed Esther’s arms.

         Esther became aware that she was shivering. The sun had vanished behind thick clouds, turning the sea from turquoise to slate. The cold wind stung her eyes.

         ‘Get into my car; I’ll put the heater on.’

         ‘What about…’ Esther looked at the swan, struggling to bear the sight of it, unmoving. She wrapped her arms around herself.

         ‘I’ll check; let’s just get you warm first.’ Nin bundled Esther into her car and blasted the heater. She reached into the back seat for a blanket that she wrapped around Esther’s shoulders. Shut the door and tottered over the gravel in her red patent leather heels to Esther’s ute for a closer look at the swan.

         Watching her, Esther blinked hard against her welling tears, against the shock of how good it felt to be steadied by Nin’s big eyes and firm hands, to be reassured by the defiant set of her shoulders. It was how she’d grown up, braced between Nin and Aura, a pup certain of her place in the world. For a time.

         Esther reached up to touch her forehead and winced as she felt a painful, swelling lump. Closed her eyes and leaned her head back on the seat. Esther watching Nin and Aura, on the beach, arms entwined, strings of iridescent shells around their necks. Esther, always a stride or two behind, running after them. Wait for me. Wait for me.

         ‘Must have been terrifying,’ Nin said as she opened the door and sank into the driver’s seat. The wind slammed the door after her, buffeting the car with its strengthening howls.

         ‘I don’t know what happened,’ Esther mumbled. ‘I was driving, and then it was like a bomb went off, and then I wasn’t driving anymore. I was stopped, in my smashed ute, with a black swan on my windscreen.’ As Esther heard herself speak, she looked at Nin’s face, which was radiant with empathy. A bubble rose in the back of her throat. ‘I killed a swan.’ Esther choked up.

         ‘It was just a random accident.’ Nin reached over to squeeze Esther’s hand, her pleather dress squeaking.

         Esther narrowed her eyes at Nin. ‘You’ve never believed anything is random. Or an accident.’

         ‘We don’t need to get into all the ways you could interpret this, right? Not with what you’ve already got on your plate.’

         Nin’s words hit Esther like cold water. She remembered why she was there. What was ahead of her. She took in Nin’s Tina Turner costume, realising where Nin was headed.

         ‘You’re on your way,’ she said flatly. ‘To the “party”.’ Esther made air quotes with her fingers. ‘Tina Turner.’ She pointed at Nin’s outfit. ‘I get it now.’ Nin and Aura dancing down the hallway of the Shell House and out the front door to their first high school fancy dress party. Tina Turner and Cher, hand in hand. ‘Mum’s already there, helping set up. I said I’d go early and join her.’ Nin adjusted her wig. ‘We need to get you to a doctor.’

         ‘I’m fine.’

         ‘It wasn’t a question.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ Esther said again. ‘It’s enough dealing with tonight.

         And now—’ Esther took a moment.

         ‘Yeah, but I’m here, aren’t I. You’re not doing this alone,’ Nin said.

         Esther could only nod. The wind nudged and tugged at the black swan. ‘We can’t leave her here,’ she said.

         ‘We won’t.’ Nin started to put the car in gear.

         Esther gripped her arm, panicked. ‘Nin.’ Her face crumpled. ‘A black swan just flew into my ute. On the afternoon of my sister’s memorial.’ Esther heaved for air. ‘I can’t do this.’

         Nin placed one palm on Esther’s chest and the other on her own, breathing deeply and steadily. In, then out. In, then out. ‘One breath at a time.’ She breathed in sync with Esther until she settled. ‘One step at a time.’ Nin put her hands back on the steering wheel and inched her car towards the ute.

         Esther fought the urge to lean over and hug her, to apologise for being gone, to ask Nin how her life was now, did the black hole pull her towards it too? How did she bear it? Did she still make necklaces from shells the colour of opals with the women in her family? The same women who’d once taught Esther and Aura they could call to swans and sing to seals?

         ‘Thank you,’ was all Esther said.

         Nin left the engine running while she gathered Esther’s belongings from her ute, carrying them back to her car in one hand while using the other to hold her wig down against the force of the wind. After she’d opened the door and put the bags on the back seat, Esther offered her the blanket, warm from her body.

         ‘Starry,’ Nin began to protest.

         Esther motioned again for Nin to take it. As Nin walked back to the ute with the blanket in hand, Esther looked away. Chided herself for cowardice. A few moments later, she felt the weight of Nin placing the swan in the boot.

         ‘Is that everything?’ Nin asked when she got back into the car. Esther looked over her bags on the back seat and nodded.

         ‘We’ll sort your ute out tomorrow. It’ll be fine here. Now,’ Nin said, taking the handbrake off, ‘let’s get you to the doctor.’

         ‘No medical centre is going to be open now,’ Esther argued, her forehead pounding.

         ‘You know I’m not taking you to a medical centre.’ Nin pulled out onto the coast road and drove away.

         Esther’s stomach pinwheeled with nerves.

         Nin glanced over at her. ‘The swan’s not a sign,’ she said, tenderly. ‘Don’t make this harder on yourself than it is.’

      
   


   
      
         
            2
      

         

         
            [image: A black and white image of a seashell with intricate patterns and grooves.]

         

         Esther kept her eyes closed for most of the drive, opening them occasionally to glimpse streaks of sunset mirrored on the twilight sea. When she felt Nin slow to a stop, she kept them closed.

         ‘We’re here,’ Nin said.

         Esther reluctantly looked across the dirt driveway and lawn to her parents’ house, the home she and Aura had grown up in. Its oyster-white and grey façade. Smoke spiralled from the chimney. The pearlescent windows shimmered in the low light. A year that felt like ten since she’d left, so much chaos in her mind about the thought of ever coming back. So much fretful, anticipatory noise. Yet in the moment it was quiet and simple. Coming home. To the place that had made her. The Shell House.

         ‘It’s exactly the same,’ Esther murmured.

         ‘And nothing like it,’ Nin said.

         Esther nodded. Nothing was the same.

         The curtained windows down the side of the house were all dark, except for the one in her father’s office, dimly lit. A winter afternoon inside, the bare fingers of the Selkie Tree tapping on the window. Her father’s voice. A black hole is a region in space where gravity is so strong that nothing, not even light, can escape it, Starry.

         ‘I can’t see them like this.’ Esther traced her fingertips lightly over her bulging, swollen forehead. ‘I don’t want any fuss.’

         ‘Just as well,’ Nin said.

         Esther looked at her, quizzical.

         ‘Freya’s in her studio with an appointment running over time, and one of Jack’s clients had a panic attack this arv and needed an emergency session in their home.’ Nin’s voice was gentle and matter of fact. ‘That’s why Mum came early, to help get things underway for when they’re good to go. That’s why I came early too.’

         Esther looked down into her hands. Despite her reluctance to return, she hadn’t imagined her homecoming would be without her parents. ‘Exactly the same,’ she whispered.

         ‘C’mon, Starry.’ Nin opened her door. ‘One step at a time.’

         ‘Can you pop the boot?’ Esther asked.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’m not leaving her in the boot. In the dark.’

         ‘Starry—’

         ‘Fuck,’ Esther blurted out. ‘Sorry. Just pop the boot, Nin, please.’

         Nin held up one hand in surrender and reached for the lever by her seat with the other. Esther ignored the concern on her face.

         They got out of the car, took Esther’s bags from the back seat and went to the open boot. Nin reached for the swan, still wrapped in the blanket, but Esther intervened. Slid her hands underneath and lifted it, feeling the strain of its dead weight in her arms. Feather softness, bones and edges. She wondered how Nin had arranged its neck. Irrationally, she worried about hurting it.

         ‘By the laundry?’ Nin asked. To avoid passing Freya’s tattoo studio, Esther intuited. She agreed and followed, cradling the swan in her arms. They walked around the front veranda, down the side of the house. Esther’s body shook under the weight of the swan. Shook from carrying the memory of a life that no longer awaited her inside:

         Aura’s footsteps running down the hall. Is that you, Starry?

         She clenched her jaw. Took a deep, slow breath.

         ‘You’re alright.’ Nin held the laundry door open.

         Esther stood at the threshold. Adjusted the weight of the swan evenly between her aching arms and walked inside.

          
      

         Esther sitting in the lounge room of the Shell House on an autumn afternoon, a year earlier. She’s picking her fingernails down to blood. Waiting. She asked her parents for the family session separately, since the three of them hadn’t been in the same room since the search party was called off. Once the appointment for their session was made, Esther built her nerve to tell them. About the note.

         The psychologist, a colleague of Jack’s, waits with Esther. He’s been polite since he arrived, a calm expression on his face. The four cups of tea Esther made for them all have gone cold on the coffee table; the plate of Kingston Cream biscuits sits untouched. On the hour, the kitchen clock ticks and stutters. Golden light ripples down the walls. Esther excuses herself. Says she’s going to the bathroom. Watches herself stand, walk into her bedroom, pull the bags she’d pre-packed from beneath her bed and walk out of the house through the side door to her ute. She doesn’t look back.

          
      

         Nin opened the door to Esther’s old bedroom.

         ‘I’ll get Mum,’ she said, leaving Esther alone. ‘Mum? You here?’ Nin went down the hall.

         Esther looked around her bedroom, overwhelmed. It was the same mess it had been when she’d left. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, maybe for it to have become a new therapy room for her dad or tattoo ink supply cupboard for her mum. But it was eerily untouched; clothes still spilled from the open doors of her cupboard, where she’d yanked whatever was clean and stuffed it into her bag. Her planetary fairy lights. The glow-in-the-dark constellation stickers on the ceiling. Maria Mitchell poster on the wall. Her bookshelf crammed with old school science books and her desk drawers concealing incomplete applications for astronomy courses. Her desk stacked with the pile of blank journals Jack had gone through a phase of giving her as gifts in her early twenties, full of unwritten dreams. Then she saw it. On her windowsill. The potted violet she’d bought for Aura, a ‘welcome home from Denmark’ gift, was lush and tended.

         Her legs began to tremble from the strain of carrying the swan. She looked around, considering her options. There was space under her bed. She crouched and put the dead swan on the floor. Gently slid it under her mattress, out of view. She sat and shook out the tension from her arms. In the stillness, she noticed for the first time that her room was filled with tiny squares of light, sweeping across the walls and floor. Esther watched them for a moment, then stood and followed them to her window.

         Outside, the wind had died down and the garden was still and glowing, transformed into a neon-lit wonderland. A marquee had been set up with hanging, slow-turning mirror balls that scattered glittering light over a large photo of Aura, propped on an easel. Esther stared at her sister’s face. Her pulse pounded behind the tightening lump on her forehead.

         ‘How is she?’

         Esther pricked up her ears at the sound of Nin and Queenie’s approaching conversation.

         ‘Maybe in shock? Nasty lump on her forehead. She flat-out refused the hospital.’

         Their voices dropped to whispers for a moment. Then an intake of breath.

         ‘Ya, Starry? Nina nayri?’

         Esther turned to see Evonne Goolagong come into her bedroom, carrying a medical bag. A hand-drawn cardboard tennis racket was pinned to the front of her iconic white tennis dress with blue floral trim, and an oversized replica of the 1980 Wimbledon women’s singles trophy was pinned to her back, like a shield. Queenie had been tennis-mad for as long as Esther could remember; she’d often joked that watching replays of Evonne’s matches had saved her life, never mind chemo. Seeing Esther, Queenie had the same look on her face she’d always had when the girls used to come barrelling through the front door crusted in salt, wearing seaweed bracelets and banksialeaf necklaces, their pockets full of gumnut stars, sea glass and shells. It was an expression that was equal parts suspicion and endearment.

         ‘Hi, Queenie,’ Esther answered. ‘I’m okay.’

         ‘Glad I didn’t leave this at home.’ Queenie set her medical bag down. ‘Tell me what happened?’ Her brow furrowed as she looked Esther over.

         Nin told Queenie about driving behind Esther and seeing her crash, coming around the bend to find Esther hurt and confused. When she mentioned the dead black swan, Esther didn’t miss the look Queenie exchanged with Nin. Eala, witnesses had told police Aura had been calling to the sea by the stargazing shack. Eala. Eala.

         Everything had a watery nonsensical quality to it. Esther wanted to jolt herself awake and be back in her staff house on the west coast, surrounded by ancient tree ferns and fairy wrens chittering to each other on her veranda between collected shells and river rocks. Where her past wasn’t embedded in the sky, the sea, the land.

         ‘Ninny, I was in the process of making myself a cuppa while the French onion dip sets. Would you finish fixing it for me, love?’ Nin left the room. Esther listened to the kitchen pipes groan as Nin filled the kettle. The squeak of the crockery cupboard opening.

         The clack of cups and saucers.

         Queenie took out her flashlight and stethoscope from her doctor’s bag. Indicated for Esther to turn towards her.

         ‘Esther, I’m checking you for concussion. Tell me when and how you got this injury?’

         ‘I was driving, driving… home’ – Esther stumbled over her words – ‘and it just seemed to happen. I mean there was no warning, something hit my ute, slammed into my ute, it sounded like a bomb going off, and I tried to brake, but it felt like I kind of just ran off the road, into the grove, by the seven boulders. I don’t remember hitting my head. I got out of the car, saw the swan. Next thing I remember was hearing Nin say my name.’

         Queenie shone her flashlight between Esther’s eyes, making her squint.

         ‘Any dizziness? Nausea?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Any sudden sleepiness?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Sudden mood swings?’

         ‘Reckon my mood’s pretty consistent with killing a black swan on the day of my dead sister’s memorial.’

         Queenie suppressed a sad smile. ‘Glad to see your sense of humour’s intact.’ She took her stethoscope from around her neck and moved behind Esther, who sat up straight for Queenie to listen to her breathing. ‘Tell me your full name?’

         ‘Esther Svane Wilding.’

         ‘Where are you and why are you here?’

         ‘I’m at home, in the Shell House. Getting checked for concussion by Dr Queenie Robertson, in Salt Bay, Lutruwita.’

         ‘And why are you in Salt Bay?’ Queenie came to sit in front of Esther.

         ‘I’m not sure this is still a concussion exam?’ Queenie waited. ‘Because,’ Esther sighed, ‘twelve months after my sister went missing, my parents have decided it’s time to have a funeral, or memorial, whatever, for Aura. In eighties fancy dress because it was her favourite.’ Esther’s voice ran dry.

         ‘Your coordination and reflexes are good. Memory and concentration seem okay.’ Queenie reached for Esther’s hand. ‘You did the right thing coming home.’ She rubbed a thumb over the back of Esther’s knuckles. ‘It’s good for all of us. To see you again.’ Queenie nodded towards the kitchen where Nin could be heard moving around. Esther squeezed Queenie’s hand.

         ‘So, kylarunya just flew into your windscreen?’ Queenie stood. Put her stethoscope and flashlight away.

         Esther shrugged. ‘It happened too fast. It sounds silly but she seemed to just fall out of the sky.’

         ‘It doesn’t sound silly. New council measures are trying to re-wild the black swans by banning everyone from feeding them. They’ve been found dead around the place the last few weeks. It’s been in the news. There’s every chance your swan died of starvation and did actually fall out of the sky, exhausted.’ Queenie shook her head. ‘They’re starving our ancestors.’

         Esther’s mouth puckered, imagining the majestic bird, one of Nin and Queenie’s ancestors, giving up, mid-flight, plummeting to her death. ‘I’ll bury her,’ she said quietly, though Queenie didn’t seem to hear. Her attention was on Nin, walking into the room with three cups of tea.

         ‘I think the French onion dip’s good to go, Mum. I got the Jatz, cheese and cabanossi started. Seafood cocktail in the fridge looks great. And I’ve checked on the ham and pineapple pizzas and mini sausage rolls in the oven, nearly done.’

         ‘Thanks, Ninny. Maybe you could give me a hand with the fairy bread? It’s the biggest job; I’ve got a dozen trays to make.’

         ‘I can help,’ Esther offered.

         Queenie reached out to rub her shoulder. ‘Why don’t you rest? We’ll keep an eye on that bump overnight. If you feel dizzy or sick, you let me know immediately. In the meantime, leave the food to me and Nin. Drink your tea. And have a hot shower. I could smell the booze on you from the hallway. Maybe stay off the plonk tonight, hey?’

         Esther’s face burned. Nin and Queenie turned to leave.

         ‘Can I ask you a favour?’ Esther hurried to ask. They turned back.

         ‘Don’t tell Mum and Dad about this? I don’t want to worry them tonight.’

         Queenie and Nin both nodded.

         ‘I’ll help you get ready once you’ve showered,’ Nin offered as she followed Queenie, closing the bedroom door behind her. Esther let her full weight fall to her bed. Pressed her eyes shut with her fingertips. Tried to press away the image of the swan, wrapped in the dark, beneath her bed. We can immerse ourselves in the sea and float our bodies between what’s above and below, Starry. This is when the veil between worlds is thin and everything you can dream of is possible.

         Around this time four years ago, Aura had left Salt Bay bound for Copenhagen, months from turning twenty-seven years old, feverish with excitement about the prospect of studying in Denmark, a master’s in Humanities, specialising in Scandinavian myths and fairytales. Aura had left Salt Bay and Esther behind; the longer she was away, the less frequent her emails, texts and calls became. When she suddenly came back, three years after she’d left, Aura wasn’t the same. Shrunken, hollow, withdrawn. Somewhere between islands, above and below, Esther’s dreamy, beautiful big sister had lost her way.

         Esther curled her knees to her chest and tucked in her chin. Opened her eyes and watched the confetti of mirror ball light drift around her bedroom.
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         Drawn back to her window by the sounds of voices, Esther watched as people started to arrive outside and mill in the garden. Parked cars lined the street for as far as she could see.

         She turned away from them. Took a deep breath and crossed her room, glancing once at the blanketed heap under her bed. Shut her eyes against a vision of black wings falling lifeless. Falling. Esther faced herself in the mirror. Scrutinised her appearance. Black jeans, boots and jumper. If anyone asked, she’d blag something about The Addams Family. Coming home had taken all her effort. Besides, she had tried, one night on her laptop with a bottle of vodka in hand, to search the internet for ideas. But the sight of leg warmers and hair crimpers, of fishnets and glitter, had cut a path of panic through her so cleanly it had taken half the bottle of Smirnoff to close the gaping memory of being twelve and watching Aura, fifteen, get ready for her first big high school party. She and Nin had been in year ten and got an invite to a year twelve house party. Aura had gone through three different Cher costumes before Freya and Jack agreed on one that she was allowed to leave the house in.

         In front of the mirror Esther looked at the reflection of her face this way and that. Picked at invisible things clinging to her black clothes. It had taken a few attempts, but she’d managed to cover the bruise on her swollen forehead with make-up. If she stayed out of direct light, her side-swept hair and the shadows would conceal her injured face.

         A soft knock at her bedroom door. ‘Come in.’

         ‘How are you—’ Nin halted as she walked in. A wall of fragrant hairspray followed. Her wig was freshly teased, make-up retouched, all blue and coral shimmer and gloss, but her eyes had fallen flat. ‘What are you wearing? Why aren’t you in fancy dress?’

         Esther pulled her sleeves over her hands. Her previous bravado about being Morticia or Wednesday withered under Nin’s scrutiny. ‘There’s not exactly a plethora of fancy dress shops on the west coast.’ She tried to keep her voice strong but inwardly cringed at how feeble she sounded.

         ‘Fuck’s sake,’ Nin said under her breath.

         ‘I just couldn’t—’

         ‘Starry, listen.’ Nin took a deep breath and softened her expression. ‘I know this isn’t easy for you. I’ll tell you right now, it’s not easy for anyone here tonight. You’ve been gone. And you’ve had your reasons for going. But for everyone here, who hasn’t been able to escape every place and part of themselves that Aura left behind…’ Nin’s voice cracked. She tipped her head back and blinked. Tears rolled down her temples in fine blue, shimmery streams and disappeared into the hairline of her wig. Esther wanted to comfort her but, startled by Nin’s tears, she froze, unsure of what to do.

         ‘What I mean is,’ Nin went on to say, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue tugged from her pocket, ‘even though it’s hard, I guarantee that no one out there has shown up tonight not bothering to fancy dress. So, in the age of this little thing called internet shopping, make sure I’m the only one you give that excuse to about how you’re fronting up for your sister’s memorial.’

         All the words Esther wanted to say caught at the back of her throat. Stars of silent mirror ball light danced over their skin, between their bodies. The hum of hushed conversations drifted inside from those gathering outside in the garden. Queenie’s voice rose occasionally, welcoming people.

         Nin went to the window. Esther joined her. She’d been listening for her parents, but still no sign. Aura smiled at them from her luminous photo on the easel. It had been taken the morning before they’d all gone to the airport. For Aura’s long journey that would eventually land her in Copenhagen. Hugging her goodbye had felt like water slipping through Esther’s fingers.

         After a moment Esther realised Nin was no longer at her side. She was walking in semi-circles, looking Esther up and down from different angles. Came to stop directly in front of her, tapping her chin with a pressed-on red fingernail.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Esther asked.

         ‘Figuring out what I have to work with. How to make this’ – Nin gestured up and down at Esther – ‘complement the things I brought you.’ She took her phone from the pocket of her denim jacket and started tapping the screen.

         ‘You brought a costume for me?’ Esther’s chest tightened; Nin had known she’d come home with nothing but excuses. ‘Nin,’ Esther started to try to explain again.

         ‘Be quiet, Starry.’ Nin waved her hand in the air, her brow furrowed. ‘I’m drowning in an abundance of search results for white girl eighties costumes.’

          
      

         Twenty minutes later, Esther was still in black clothes but had endured a wincing, scalp-stinging session of frizzing and teasing until her hair was a nest of fluffed-out curls. Pulled through a black sun visor Nin had brought and piled on her head, held in place by nearly a whole can of hairspray and countless bobby pins. Esther caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror, now a foot taller. She groaned.

         ‘I don’t want to hear it,’ Nin admonished her from behind, continuing to tease out random sections of curl fluff. ‘Face me. And hold up my phone so I can see the photo again.’

         Esther did as she was told. Nin narrowed her eyes as she studied the photo on her phone screen, then turned and rummaged through her bag until she retrieved two identical brooches. She pinned them to Esther’s black top, over her heart. Reached into her bag again. Popped the lid off a tube of pink lipstick.

         ‘No.’ Esther pressed her lips together in refusal.

         Nin waited. Waited.

         Esther rolled her eyes. Huffed surrender.

         Nin applied Esther’s lipstick, then stepped back, tilting her head to one side.

         ‘I think we’re done here.’ She looked Esther over. ‘You can see now.’

         Esther turned to the mirror to find herself at the centre of the 1988 cover of Kylie Minogue’s debut album. As if she’d stuck her head through the hole of a comic foreground, the kind at carnivals, and emerged as Australia’s Princess of Pop. She and Aura were kids when ‘The Loco-Motion’ came out; they’d shimmied around the Shell House singing it repeatedly until their dad begged them to stop. Esther poked a sprayed-stiff curl that didn’t dent. Ran her fingers over the two brooches of identical cat’s-eye sunglasses pinned to her jumper.

         She took a step towards the mirror. ‘I look just like her,’ she marvelled.

         ‘You should be so lucky.’ Nin winked. Esther almost laughed. A surge of music outside interrupted them, the end of Bowie’s ‘Ashes to Ashes’. Nin and Esther gathered at the window. Clusters of people moved to make way for someone coming through the crowd, approaching Aura’s photo. Bowie finished. The marquee fell quiet. Esther’s face prickled as she recognised the tinkling opening bars of Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Everywhere’. The drums kicked in.

          
      

         Esther, sitting in the back of their old Kingswood, folds her arms, sullen. Aura has unfairly claimed the bench seat, prized for its proximity to Freya on road trips. They’re on their way home from Nipaluna, Hobart; Aura rode in the front on the drive down. It’s Esther’s turn for the drive home. Despite Esther’s protests, Freya has let Aura get away with it. Another reason it hasn’t been a fun trip: Freya didn’t get the artist job she interviewed for at yet another tattoo parlour in the city. But why? Aura asked, incensed, her fists clenched, outside The Drunken Sailor, glaring at the tattooists inside. Freya grabbed both girls by their hands and dragged them back to the Kingswood. Because the world is a boys’ club, she sighed. Get in, girls; we’ll go and get fish and chips. With chicken salt. Freya unlocked the car and Aura dived into the front before Esther had a chance. She whined in complaint, and Freya shouted at them, a rarity that left a sting in Esther’s skin.

         It’s during their second hour of silence on the drive home that the radio crackles from static to song as they come over the range. The latest hit from Freya’s favourite band fills the car with tinkles and drums. Freya turns the volume up and leans her head back, the tension visibly disappearing from her shoulders. Esther and Aura don’t speak; they’ve grown up learning there’s no point talking to Freya when Fleetwood Mac is playing. Especially if Freya is in her studio, drawing. As the music swells and fills the Kingswood, Aura looks across at Freya, and over the seat at Esther, to whom she offers the tiniest smile. Esther sulks against the smile tugging at her mouth, but joy eventually wins, wide and warm. Thawing. Knees bouncing. Heads bopping. And Freya sings, louder and louder, reaching across for Aura’s hand. But when the chorus starts, it’s Esther that Freya seeks out with her eyes in the rear-view mirror while she sings. Aura spins the volume dial up as far as it will go before distorting and joins Freya, turning to sing to her little sister. Years later, when Esther gets drunk for the first time, she recognises the light, limbless feeling from that afternoon in the Kingswood, Fleetwood Mac playing loud and her mother and big sister singing and howling to her like she is the moon.

          
      

         Outside, in the marquee, someone turned the volume up. A silhouetted figure walked through the crowd. Nearest to Aura’s photo, a group of women stepped aside, making room. Esther recognised them from her early teenage years spent in her mother’s tattoo studio; some Freya had tattooed, others she had taught to tattoo. Their faces were heavy with sorrow, but their arms opened wide, holding space for the approaching figure. One woman’s arm caught the light, wrapped in fresh cling film. Freya’s in her studio with an appointment running over time. As Esther stood inside pressed to the window, watching, the tinkling riff of the song went through her blood. The drums beat painfully in her chest. She watched. Waited.

         Dancing in the glitter of mirror ball light, long, blonde shaggy hair falling over her shoulders and layered silk dress floating around her body, Freya Wilding swayed towards her disappeared daughter’s photo. Arms outstretched. Singing ‘Everywhere’.

         Esther felt Nin take her hand. She looked at Nin’s face, sombre beneath Tina Turner’s likeness. Tried to rally her body despite how she was shaking, and followed Nin out of her bedroom. Down the hallway hung with family photos.

         Out of the Shell House. Into Aura’s last party.
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         The low-lit marquee gleamed against the night sky. Strung along low branches of the surrounding gum trees was an abundance of glow sticks in neon pink, green, orange and yellow. Between them clung curls of rainbow-coloured Slinkies. Streamers drifted freely over the grass, stuck in some places by dew. Tethered around the garden were oversized, inflatable eighties icons: a boombox, a pair of roller skates, a trio of EPs. They bobbed in the slight breeze, which carried the fragrance of Freya’s night-blooming lilies, a delicate scent Esther had loved once. Tonight it gathered at the back of her throat, cloying.

         Esther dragged her feet behind Nin. She could no longer see her mum. No sign yet of her dad. The music had faded to a background beat. Esther kept her head down, grateful for Nin all over again; her visor and bouffant hair concealed her face enough to prevent her from having to make eye contact with anyone. From having to be the little sister. The surviving daughter.

         As they approached, Esther and Nin were enveloped by the general momentum of the gathering, moving towards the marquee. Her palms were sweating. She squeezed Nin’s hand. Nin squeezed back and didn’t let go.

         Inside the marquee, a chandelier of black cassette tapes hung over tables set to one side, laden with fluorescent purple punch, tiered platters of fairy bread and the rest of Queenie’s eighties smorgasbord. Esther turned to the other side, where a small stage was set up with what looked like a DJ booth, though no one was behind it. A smartphone screen glowed where it sat, plugged into speakers on tall stands either side of the stage. A fog machine beside the speakers emitted occasional clouds of fruity-scented vapour, over which hung the relentlessly glittering mirror balls.

         Again, the poster-sized photo of Aura smiled at Esther from the large easel embracing it. She stared at her sister’s frozen-in-time face from four years ago. The moment after the photo; the hope in Aura’s eyes as she’d hugged Esther goodbye. I’ll find Agnete for you, Starry. A promise to visit the sculpture depicting a Danish folktale they’d grown up with, and then Aura was gone, walking towards the departure gate for her flight to Copenhagen. The next time Esther had seen her, returned unannounced from Denmark nearly three years later, there was no hope in her eyes.

         Esther looked over the crowd, through the marquee and out to the night sky, searching for a constellation to anchor herself with. The distant stars were dulled by the glow of the party.

         The music cut. A hush fell over everyone.

         Freya, resplendent as her beloved Stevie Nicks, walked onto the stage from the collective embrace of her tattooed women, Queenie among them. A few seconds after, she was followed by Doc Brown, in his plutonium radiation suit from Back to the Future.

         Esther’s eyes welled at the sight of her father. She flushed with grief and love to see his choice of costume. Freya cleared her throat. Esther braced herself.

         ‘Friends,’ Freya began, her voice starting strong and clear, ‘tonight has been a long time coming.’

         Murmurs of support rippled through the crowd.

         ‘It’s been a year since our daughter, our firstborn, Aurora Sæl Wilding, was last seen. Walking to the sea.’ Freya swallowed. ‘We all know where we were that day. We’ve been asked enough times. Larry…’ Freya nodded at Larry Thompson in the crowd, their local sergeant who had led the investigation into Aura’s disappearance. He’d been the one to tell them her dress and shoes had been found on the sand. And later was the one to break the news that her search party was being called off; Aura’s case was closed and given to the coroner, who ruled an open finding. Larry had weathered their anguish and rage over the ambiguity, the lack of answers. Catching her eye, the sergeant returned Freya’s nod, his sorrowful expression in stark contrast to his Knight Rider quiff and black leather jacket.

         Freya held his gaze for another moment before looking out at everyone gathered before her. Esther held her breath, waiting for her mother to spot her. But Freya’s eyes were unfocused, glassy with memories.

         ‘When she was a baby and I was teaching her how to say her name, she decided at some point that Aurora was too hard. In the end, Aura informed us what her name was. As if we’d almost got her name right, but just needed her help to settle it.’ At her side, Esther felt Nin take deep breaths. Freya paused and looked at Jack, his face pained by emotion, his eyes magnified by his Doc Brown goggles.

         ‘We wanted to name her after the lights our ancestors saw dance over their northern island, and the sister lights we see here in our southern home,’ Freya went on. ‘But in the end, whether by mispronunciation or not, Aura named herself better than we ever could. She wasn’t the sky. She was everything in between. We were lucky to have her for thirty beautiful years. She is the energy that surrounds us all here tonight. I mean, look at us,’ Freya said, sweeping an arm over the crowd in fancy dress. ‘After we lost her—’ Freya sucked in her breath. ‘After we…’ she tried again. ‘You showed up. All of you. To help us look for Aura. To try to find her. My girl. I thank you for that. For coming. Tonight. This…’ Her voice cracked, and she shook her head.

         The first phone calls and emails about a memorial had started three months earlier. Esther hadn’t ever warmed to the idea, no matter how much her mother had talked about the power of grieving, or even when her father had cried once on the phone, explaining ambiguous loss and how important ritual is, even if we don’t have a body. That phrase had shut Esther down to the idea completely. She could not think of her sister that way. In those terms. Eventually Freya had stopped emailing to share ideas about how they might create an evening fit for remembering Aura, and Jack had ceased leaving any mention of a memorial on Esther’s voicemail. Weeks had passed. One day, mail came to Calliope with an envelope addressed to Esther. Inside was a Back to the 80s party invitation:

         
            Please gather with us at the Shell House, to bring joy to a memorial honouring the life of our daughter, Aura Wilding, who loved 80s fancy dress.
      

            Dress code essential: come as your favourite memory of being with Aura in the 80s, or as your favourite 80s experience.
      

         

         On the back, a handwritten note.

         
            We love you so much, Starry. Love, Dad.
      

         

         She’d been tempted to rip it up and put it straight in the bin but couldn’t bring herself to do it. The invitation sat under a magnet on her fridge, following her like the eyes in a painting, until that very morning, when she’d woken at dawn, called in sick, and started the drive east.

         ‘There are a few ways we invite you to remember and celebrate Aura tonight.’ Freya had regained strength in her voice. ‘She loved View-Masters; thanks to Erin, my sister, we’ve had slides made up especially, which you can find on the tables at the back.’

         At the mention of Erin, Esther peeked from beneath her black visor but couldn’t find her beloved aunt’s face in the crowd.

         ‘Tonight’s music is Aura’s own playlist, so please dance. We want to revel in the joy of our love for our darling girl.’ Freya took a moment. ‘Finally, when you came in you might have seen at the far end of the garden the fairy lights in the silver birch tree – we have a little table set up there with a memoriam book. Please feel free to write anything you’d like to share with us in it. This wouldn’t have been possible without so many of you. Thank you for joining us in such fine form. Special thanks to Queenie for her impressive eighties catering. Please, eat, drink…’ Freya’s speech ended to impassioned applause. The crowd surged forward, engulfing her and Jack as they stepped off the stage. A squeal of interference between speakers crackled to clarity; Aura’s eighties playlist resumed. The Church, ‘Almost With You’.

         Esther ducked her head and left Nin’s side to make her way to the back of the marquee. She ladled purple punch into a neon yellow plastic tumbler and glugged it back, wincing at the indistinguishable taste it left in her mouth. Ladled another cup. Set her jaw against the sickening sweetness and downed it. People hugged and mingled. Some cleared a space and started dancing. Watching pairs form, Esther studied one couple: Aura’s high school English teacher, Mr Verona, dressed as Madonna in her Desperately Seeking Susan fishnet era, had his arms wrapped around his husband, Marco, a perfect linen and pearl replica of Rosanna Arquette’s Roberta. Aura had loved them both; after she finished high school, Mr Verona and Marco had come to the Shell House for dinner to celebrate Aura’s acceptance into a Bachelor of Arts degree at university in Nipaluna, Hobart. When Mr Verona and I talk about stories, it feels like everything is still possible, Aura had said to Esther as they got ready for the celebratory dinner. Esther had smiled but at fourteen, only in year nine, she was confused; what did Aura mean, still? Was high school ending that dramatic? When Aura had dropped out of university after her first year and come back home, Mr Verona had helped her get work at Marco’s restaurant. Uni just wasn’t what I thought it would be, okay Starry? Drop it, she’d said to Esther, her face blank as she buttoned up her waitress uniform. It was the same job she’d kept right up until she was nearly twenty-seven and left for Denmark.

         Track change. ‘I Should Be So Lucky’.

         A waving fishnet-gloved hand caught Esther’s attention. Mr Verona and Marco indicated for her to join them on the dance floor. Esther lifted an awkward hand in polite refusal. When Mr Verona adjusted his head scarf and began to move through the crowd towards her, crucifix and shiny plastic bead necklaces swaying, Esther panicked at the prospect of small talk. She sidestepped and ducked, hiding in the dim light on the edge of the crowd until, through the clusters of bodies, she saw Mr Verona’s fishnets return to Marco’s pumps and pressed chinos.

         When Esther stood, she found herself behind the wings and tail of Falkor from The NeverEnding Story. He was drinking punch with Bastian, Atreyu and Tina Turner; Nin was chatting with some of Aura’s friends she’d waitressed with after university hadn’t worked out. They’d worn the same NeverEnding Story costumes to Aura’s twenty-first fancy dress party, gathered at her feet as Aura had clutched a karaoke microphone with one hand, a wine cooler stubby with the other. Alcohol had made Aura magnetic. That night she’d glowed in ivory sequins and tulle, a four-strand pearl headpiece draped over her pale, pulled-back hair. Say my name, she’d bellowed raucously at her friends, mimicking the Childlike Empress in the film instead of singing along with Limahl’s lyrics. Save Fantasia, and she’d raised her arms, eliciting a roaring cheer from her party, all the light in the garden drawn to her and reflected in her joy. Esther, months away from turning eighteen, had stood on the edge of Aura’s party where she’d promised she’d stay. Say my name, Aura had cajoled her friends again. From the shadows Esther had watched, her skin prickling with awe and envy as Aura’s friends bellowed back to her: Moon Child. When Aura had re-watched the film to prepare her costume, she’d rewound that moment in the film a dozen times, to watch Bastian scream his grief aloud and, in doing so, save himself and everyone he loved.

         ‘You okay?’ Nin asked, coming to stand beside Esther.

         ‘Peachy.’

         ‘Spoken to them yet?’

         Esther looked to the crowd still gathered around Freya and Jack, and back at Nin, rolling her eyes.

         ‘You could just go to them,’ Nin urged.

         ‘Hounds of Love’ started playing.

         ‘Who does this?’ Esther gestured around them, to the memorial. ‘Who the fuck does this?’ She smiled maniacally at Nin. ‘More punch?’ She raised her empty cup as she turned to walk away. Kate Bush cried out across the marquee.

         ‘No thanks,’ Nin said warily. ‘Starry…’

         Esther waved Nin’s concern away. She drank two more cups of punch in quick succession and, with her third, idled to the table Freya had mentioned in her speech, with an arrangement of red View-Masters and an album of reels. The thunderous drumbeats of John Farnham’s ‘You’re the Voice’ reverberated through Esther’s body. Sing it, Farnsy. Aura jumping around her bedroom, holding both arms over her head, fingers in hand-horns.

         She picked one of the View-Masters and chose a reel from the album, labelled Childhood. Slotted it in and lifted the viewer to her eyes. Through the dark red viewing tunnel, in vivid, three-dimensional colour, Aura stared back at her with a wide, gummy grin; she held a newborn Esther in her arms. Esther’s eyes smarted with tears. She pressed the lever, clicked the reel onwards. Aura and Esther stood in matching hooded windcheaters, drawn tight around their faces, as they clutched each other in the bracing wind atop Kunanyi, Mount Wellington, laughing at the puffs of clouds gathered around their feet. She clicked. The two of them with their She-Ra swords at the stargazing shack, arms raised in the air, their faces distorted by their battle cries, Jack between them laughing.

         Cold Chisel’s ‘Flame Trees’ started as Esther clicked through more memories until she reached the end of the reel. Took it out and replaced it with the next one from the album, labelled The Teens. The first slide: Aura, a freckled teenager, her face lit by the glow of the candles on her thirteenth-birthday cake. Her summer-bleached hair. Her open, joyous face beaming at the camera. Next, Aura and Nin dressed as Cher and Tina Turner before leaving for their first big high school party, fifteen years old and radiant with their excitement. Esther clicked again. Aura stood far away at the edge of the grey sea on a colourless day, her back to the camera, the light outlining her in silver. Click. Aura had her arms wrapped around her knees; her face was turned away from the camera as she sat in the shadows on the veranda of the stargazing shack. Click. Aura stood at the base of the silver birch tree, looking straight at the camera, as if she’d just heard the photo being taken, her eyes piercing. Jimmy Barnes screamed through his chorus. Esther clicked until she came back to the photo of Aura’s birthday, shocked by the difference in her sister’s demeanour in one reel.

         She glanced briefly through the album for another reel of Aura’s teen years, unable to find one. She picked a reel labelled The Graduates and clicked through it to see photos of Aura and Nin when they were seventeen, holding their high school certificates, with Queenie and Freya, all wearing marina shell necklaces; Queenie and Nin’s aunts had made them especially. There was no matching iridescence in Aura’s eyes. Esther had been standing beside Jack when he took the photo. He’d asked Aura three times to smile.

         Esther put the View-Master down and turned back to look at the crowd milling around the empty stage. She avoided the possibility of making eye contact with anyone but her dad, who was standing behind Freya while she spoke to people gathered around her.

         Huey Lewis and the News belted out of the speakers. ‘The Power of Love’.

         Finally, Esther’s dad looked in her direction. A latch opened in Esther’s chest.

         Jack smiled. She gave him a small wave.

         He pulled his goggles down to hang around his neck, and, in a way that only Esther would understand, pressed his thumb and index finger together for a few seconds at arm’s length in front of his body. Overwhelmed, Esther returned the gesture. Her father smiled again, this time his face distorted by emotion.

         The nausea she’d been fighting all day rushed, urgent and merciless, from her gut.

         As she ran from the marquee, Esther didn’t notice she was followed.
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         The chill in the night air pinched Esther’s skin. She ran to the fairy-lit copse of trees at the far end of the garden and doubled over, vomiting onto the grass. Sucked in big lungfuls of air, trying to breathe slowly. Trying to slow her heart down. When her body had nothing left, she sat, exhausted.

         Her head ached; the swelling on her forehead pulsed against the band of the visor. She pulled at the bobby pins holding it in place and yanked the visor off, exhaling with relief. She ran her fingers up the lengths of her hair, sprayed into vertical place yet drooping without the visor to hold it all together. Every part of her was starting to hurt. Fatigue, shock, grief. The absurdity of it all.

         Esther wiped her eyes. The body of the dead swan under her bed, neck limp. Not flying. Not breathing.

         Synthesiser beats filled the air. ‘Tainted Love’.

         She hung her head. Didn’t see him coming. Didn’t hear him approach.

         ‘Esther-san.’

         She startled. Aged by talcum powder, Mr Miyagi stood over her in his button-down beige shirt and trousers. Tied around his forehead was his signature lotus flower hachimaki. Esther almost laughed. Tom Matsumoto. There he suddenly was. They were together on the edge of a party again. As if they were teenagers at one of their high school house parties, him finding her in a dark corner reeking of vomit, offering her a glass of water, his face filled with love and concern.

         ‘Tommy-san,’ she said. ‘You followed me?’

         He shrugged, smiling. It was a year since she’d last seen him, after Aura’s search party was closed. Not that they’d spoken much then, or in the preceding few years: things had grown awkward between them in their early twenties after the wedding of a couple they’d both known in high school. The ease between them, from a friendship formed in childhood, turned out to be more potent than the champagne they drank together with black Sambuca chasers at the wedding bar. It was the first time Esther had ever seen him drink; it had been a messy fumbling. They’d woken up in a bougainvillea bush on the golf course green, wedding guests gone and early-morning staff starting to arrive. Afterwards, neither had been able to bridge the gulf that bad sex had created between them; they’d grown apart into total silence.

         Tom shoved his hands in his pockets, a sad smile on his face. ‘I saw you.’ He glanced towards the marquee. ‘Couldn’t catch your eye.’

         Esther took the glass of water from Tom, drank it, then stood. They hugged. Esther held on for too long; a sharp pang when Tom stepped away first. After a year on the west coast where everyone she met was new and transient – tourists came and went within a week, average staff turnover was three months – Esther was struck by the power of seeing Tom again, remembering how intimately he knew her stories, how much of her life he carried tucked within the folds of his own. How inseparable they’d been as kids.

         ‘How have you been?’ she asked.

         ‘Good, yeah.’

         ‘Still down in Nipaluna? At uni? Kelp, right?’

         ‘Yep. Marine and Antarctic studies. Our giant kelp reforestation project is amazing; we’ve had some exciting breakthroughs with seedlings and propagation—’ Tom cut himself off. ‘Sorry.’ He looked down at his feet and rocked back on his heels. ‘Not the time for kelp talk.’

         ‘I’m glad you’re doing well,’ Esther said. She looked to the edges of the gathering under the marquee. Freya and Jack were moving from group to group. Her father craned his neck, searching over the crowd.

         ‘And you? Astronomy?’ Tom asked.

         Esther chewed on her bottom lip. Looked away.

         Tom cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been thinking about your dad with all the news lately about the Space Shuttle Program ending in a couple of months. NASA says when the Atlantis comes home in July, that’s it. The final voyage.’

         Esther kicked at a patch of grass with her boot. When they were kids in the eighties and nineties, daydreaming in the stargazing shack, the Space Shuttle Program set their minds on fire with awe. Imagining where they would be in their lives beyond the year 2000, when they would be adults in their twenties, was as exhilarating to them as space exploration. If it was possible to build an International Space Station, who might they each become? Tom had stayed true to his marine biology dreams. I’m going to become a scientist and invent new ways to study the stars, Esther had declared throughout her childhood. She frowned as her stomach cramped again. What a let-down she was to her kid-self, a twenty-seven-year-old drop out. She swallowed another wave of nausea. Her life as an adult in 2011 was nothing like the future she’d envisioned for herself when she was young.

         ‘Almost lost my shit in there when Jack gave you the Space Club signal.’ Tom looked at her.

         ‘You noticed that?’ Esther’s voice was thin.

         Tom nodded.

         ‘Remember the day he taught us?’ Esther asked, blotting her nose on her sleeve.

         ‘Of course.’ Tom half-smiled. ‘Jack said, “Today, space is going to teach us about perspective.” And you swore at him.’

         ‘No, I didn’t.’

         ‘Yes, you did. Even though you loved space, you were such a pain in your dad’s arse. And mine.’

         ‘Only until Dad came up with a secret Space Club signal. Then it was cool to be in a club with him. Then I got on board.’

         ‘True. Before that, he couldn’t even win you over with the t-shirts he had made.’

         ‘That’s right.’ Esther remembered. ‘Those fucking t-shirts.’

         ‘I still have mine.’

         ‘No, you do not.’

         ‘I do. How could I have thrown out the motto?’

         They smiled at each other, slipping into their old rapport. ‘De Profundis ad Astra,’ they recited in unison. ‘“From the depths to the stars.”’

         ‘Don’t You Forget About Me’. Simple Minds blared across the garden from the marquee.

         ‘Did you ever confess that we found Jack’s sci-fi subscription magazines and figured out he didn’t come up with the motto on his own?’

         Esther snorted. ‘And break his heart?’

         Tom chuckled. ‘Sometimes I catch myself looking at the night sky and can’t resist.’ He held his hand up at arm’s length and pressed his thumb and index finger together at his eyeline. Raised an eyebrow at Esther, an invitation.

         She bit on her smile. Lifted her arm. They stood with their hands raised towards the stars.

         ‘An area of the sky the size of a grain of sand held at arm’s length contains ten thousand galaxies. Each galaxy contains billions of stars,’ Esther recited, remembering Jack’s lessons in Space Club. Her arm brushed against Tom’s.

         ‘Still blows my mind,’ Tom said.

         They stood together watching the sky. Kenny and Dolly started singing ‘Islands in the Stream’.

         ‘Man, I loved Space Club,’ Tom went on. ‘Especially when Jack used to take us to the stargazing shack.’

         ‘Yeah,’ Esther agreed. ‘We loved the shack.’

         Growing up, Esther and Aura hadn’t had a treehouse or a secret cubby, they’d had the stargazing shack. Built and used by nineteenth century sealers and swanners, the small wooden shack had fallen into disrepair over time. Until Jack Wilding approached the town council about fundraising for restorations, with plans to become its caretaker.

         What followed became a fireside-story favourite in their family: through the summer that Freya was pregnant with Aura and local fur-seal mothers readied to birth their pups, Jack restored the shack, plank by beam by nail. Three years later, the winter Freya carried Esther, as black-swan mothers hatched cygnets in wetland nests nearby, Jack had the shack set up for use as an all-weather stargazing shelter. Though it was basic – one room with two neat windows and a small, open veranda – it had a clear view of the night sky and a sweeping outlook across the sea and wetlands.

         ‘Esther?’

         She looked at Tom blankly.

         ‘I was just saying, the shack, do you spend much time there?’

         Esther shook her head. ‘Not lately. I’ve been on the west coast for the last year. Since…’ She let the sentence go.

         ‘Yeah,’ Tom said, his voice soft. ‘I would have taken off too.’ Though they hadn’t spoken since their friends’ wedding, during Aura’s search party Tom was one of the people who’d shown up early and stayed late at the Shell House. Esther remembered so little of that fortnight with clarity; Tom’s presence during that time was one thing she could clearly recall. He’d been there, morning and night, making flasks of hot tea and cheese and tomato toasties. He’d been there when the police told the Wildings they had closed the search for Aura and were giving her case to the coroner; when Jack held Freya in her hysteria, and Queenie arrived with her doctor’s bag. Tom had stayed late into that night when Esther slipped outside, thinking she’d gone unnoticed. Until she turned and saw him inside, at the window, bearing witness while she sat at the base of the silver birch, tearing at its bark.

         Esther glanced at Tom, dressed as Mr Miyagi, wondering if he was remembering the same moment as she was. The birch tree’s shimmering white bark, almost silver, was now coiled in fairy lights. A small table was set at its base, draped with a neon tablecloth. A large hardcover book was open, pen lying in its centre. ‘Take on Me’, sang A-ha. ‘Have you written in it?’ she asked Tom.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘But I will,’ he rushed to add.

         ‘I don’t care either way.’ She wondered if there might still be punch left in the marquee.

         ‘I take that to mean you haven’t written in it either?’

         Esther scoffed, ‘No.’ She pushed one of the sagging sections of her sprayed-stiff hair out of her face. ‘There aren’t enough pages. Not enough empty books in the world for my stories of her.’

         Tom studied her face. ‘Tell me one,’ he said softly.

         Esther scratched the tender scarred skin on the inside of her arm. ‘Only if you want to,’ he said.

         She remembered how their friendship felt. The way he made space for her. As he’d always done.

         ‘Aura loved this fucking tree,’ she whispered. ‘But you know this story already,’ she continued, self-conscious.

         ‘Tell me again.’ Tom’s eyes watered. ‘I’d love to hear it.’ From the marquee, The Church strummed guitars. Under the Milky Way.

         Esther took a breath. ‘We were teenagers – I think I was about thirteen, which means Aura would have been sixteen – and Mum was thinking about expanding her tattoo studio, remember?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘Mum had her eye on this corner for a possible remodel, but the prospect of this tree being cut down made Aura go apeshit. We all knew she loved it, but she was extreme about this tree. She started making this list of facts in protest.’

         Tom smiled. ‘It was impressive.’

         ‘Right.’ Esther remembered Aura following Freya around the Shell House, reciting silver birch tree facts; how her voice shook with passion, rage and conviction. A silver birch tree sheds its bark like humans shed their skin. In the wild, silver birches are rarely found alone because of how easily they seed, so essentially they grow up in groves with their kin. They provide food and habitat for hundreds of animals. ‘Aura went on and on for days. It seemed to become this battle between Mum’s tattoos and Aura’s stories.’

         ‘I know who I would have bet on.’ Tom looked up at the silver birch.

         Esther smiled. ‘Then came the clincher that night at dinner when Aura finally explained that the year before, when she was in hospital to have her appendix out, she was really scared of her surgery and Erin told her that when it was over, the silver birch trees were here waiting for her. Erin told her this story about how the silver birch is revered in eastern European cultures as a curative for sadness: you tell your heartache to the tree, wrap your arms around it, give it all your pain and the tree takes it from you. Then sheds your pain in its bark, like an unneeded skin. Everything is transformed. You, your pain, the tree.’ Esther looked at the silver birch, its pale bark luminous in the night. ‘Aura told us, that night at dinner, that ever since she’d got home from the hospital it had become her ritual to tell her stories to this silver birch. That’s why she loved it so much. It took her sadness and fear and shed it in its bark, silver like a seal skin. That’s when Aura named it her Selkie Tree. I remember Mum’s face went white.’

         ‘Aura loved her selkie stories,’ Tom mused.

         ‘She did,’ Esther whispered. ‘She was obsessed with them for as far back as I can remember.’

          
      

         Esther huddling beside Aura on bean bags at their primary school library, a large storybook open across both of their laps. Their lunchboxes open beside them. Aura holds half a Vegemite sandwich in one hand and reads slowly, running a finger across the words on the pages so Esther can follow.

         ‘In stories from islands in the North Atlantic Ocean, selkies are seals able to shed their skin and take human form. The most well-known selkie tales are about seals coming to shore on a full moon, slipping off their skins and stepping on land as women. That’s when a curious fisherman steals one of the selkie’s seal skins and hides it from her, forcing her to stay with him for seven years. He promises he’ll return her seal skin to her. But he never does. Most often, the woman finds it herself, slips it back on and returns to the sea as a seal.’ Aura finishes reading, breathless. When she turns to Esther, her eyes are wide with awe.

          
      

         Esther looked up at the stars shining over the silver birch, its gentle boughs moving in the night breeze. ‘She was always the seal, I was always the swan.’

         ‘What stories did Aura tell the Selkie Tree?’ Tom asked. ‘Sorry.’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t say. Of course.’

         ‘It’s okay.’ Esther shrugged. ‘Normal teenage shit, I guess. Her conviction was contagious. A few days after she’d told us the silver birch was her Selkie Tree, Mum was coming in from her studio for the night and saw us. Aura had me and Dad down here at the tree, telling our stories to its bark. Aura mentioned things like dickheads at school giving her a hard time. I did the same. I remember the way Dad smiled at Mum when he saw her, as if to say, we can’t beat her… Next thing, Mum was hugging the silver birch tree and Aura and Dad were crying. It was intense. But that’s my family.’

         ‘And Freya’s remodel?’

         ‘Never mentioned again.’

         Tom chuckled. ‘It makes sense,’ he said after a moment.

         ‘What does?’ Esther asked.

         ‘The Selkie Tree being able to take your pain. You know, because, to some degree, trees can actually feel each other’s pain.’

         Esther frowned with scepticism.

         ‘Seriously. If a tree is in danger, it can send a signal through its roots to warn other trees, which pick up the signal and respond. So, if the Selkie Tree’s bark was, say, threatened by an insect, it would send a distress signal out to neighbouring trees, which might then begin to give off a chemical to make their own bark repellent. It’s not crazy to think that the folklore Aura loved about this silver birch could have some science to it.’

         Esther studied Tom’s face, lined in shadows and empathy. He’d always done that, taken something Esther shared with him, carefully looked it over because it was important to her and handed it back to her a little shinier than before. He was unbearably good to her. Still. She gave him a playful nudge.

         ‘What was that for?’ he asked.

         ‘Nothing,’ she said.

         They watched the night sky together in silence.

         ‘Your dad’s always been so good like that,’ Tom said after a while. ‘Right?’

         Esther looked at him.

         ‘I’m just thinking about Jack sitting here, having a blub, with his arms around his daughter’s seal woman tree,’ Tom elaborated. ‘That’s just what he does: brings a bit of softness and magic to everything, just through kindness. I mean, teaching us as ten-year-olds how to find perspective in the stars.’ Tom shook his head.

         Esther smiled at the memory of Jack in his Space Club t-shirt walking down to the stargazing shack with Esther and Tom trailing behind him as he pointed out areas in the sky where they could expect to see constellations.

         ‘I still use it, you know.’

         ‘What’s that?’ Esther asked.

         ‘The Space Club signal,’ Tom said. ‘When things get on top of me, I remember ten thousand galaxies in a grain of sand. No one else I know learned that kind of stuff when they were ten.’ He caught Esther’s eye. ‘So often I’ve thought to myself that Jack’s been the closest thing I had to a dad when I was a kid.’ He cleared his throat. ‘What made him think to teach us that? About perspective?’

         ‘You were getting bullied at school,’ Esther reminded him.

         ‘That’s right.’ Tom glanced at her. ‘And you were jealous because Aura was growing up faster than you. I remember you being so outraged you couldn’t speed up time to keep up with her. To be exactly like her.’

         They both smiled, but Esther’s resolve crumpled fast. She covered her face with her hands.

         ‘Oh, Esther.’ Tom reached out to steady her. ‘I’m so sorry. Oh mate, I’m sorry. This is so rough. Tonight. I’m struggling with all this; I don’t know how you can bear it.’

         The synthesiser bass of Bananarama pounded in her chest. ‘Cruel Summer’.

         She took in his costume, his hair tied back, streaked with talcum powder. Recalled the invitation: Come as your favourite memory of being with Aura in the 80s, or as your favourite 80s experience.

         She remembered that night when they were nine years old, after their inaugural Space Club meeting, Jack’s new weekly initiative to try to distract Esther from the pain of Aura turning twelve and pulling away from her. As Esther’s best friend, Tom had been invited to join. Afterwards they’d put Esther’s prized Karate Kid VHS on, eaten the plate of homemade vegetable gyozas Tom had brought from his mum, and then, somewhere between Tom pretending to be Mr Miyagi and Esther pretending to be Daniel, he’d leaned forward and kissed her. His lips, closed, pressed softly to hers. It was a few seconds, but it was a first, an experience all her own. Just hers. And his.

         ‘You came as Mr Miyagi,’ she said, staring into the tallest branches of the silver birch, remembering him as a boy, his love of Space Club, his gentle nature and earnest face. How her lips had tingled after he’d kissed her. How wet and strange it was. How warm it had made her belly.

         Tom said, ‘I didn’t know Aura that well. I don’t have a favourite memory of her. Watching Karate Kid with you was my favourite eighties experience.’

         Desperation clawed at the back of Esther’s throat. For a year she’d savoured feeling unmoored and adrift. It was all coming undone; he was so beautifully familiar.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Tom. For—’

         ‘You’ve got nothing to apologise for. Or, if you do, then so do I,’ he said, resting a hand on her arm. ‘We learned the hard way what happens to friendship after shots of black Sambuca.’ He smiled. ‘God, it could make me dry-retch, just the memory.’ A quick colouring in his face. ‘The memory of the shots could make me retch, I mean. Not, well, anything else.’

         Esther rolled her eyes and shook her head at their shared awkwardness. From the marquee came the opening chords of Paul Kelly’s ‘To Her Door’.

         Warmth spread through her body from where Tom’s hand was still resting on her arm. She put her hand on his.

         He smiled. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

         ‘Yep.’ She kept her hand on his. Took a step towards him. Ignored the flicker of uncertainty in his face. Touched one of the buttons on his beige shirt. And lunged forward to press her mouth to his.

         Tom leaped back. ‘Oh, jeez, Esther, no. Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry.’ Covered his mouth with his hands.

         The glint of something on his hand caught the light. Caught her eye. A wedding ring.

         Somewhere in the distance someone howled in anguish.

         Hot with humiliation, Esther started to run. Away from Tom, from his calls, through the garden, far from the marquee, her parents, her life.

         She ran until she’d outrun the reach of Aura’s playlist. Until she got to the old stargazing shack by the sea where all she could hear was the blood rush in her ears, the wind in the blue gums and the waves. But the howling had followed her.

         It took a few beats for Esther to realise her face was wet. The howls were her own.
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     Sunlight rippled across her face, drawing her through shallow sleep into the morning. She opened her eyes, unsure of where she was, felt the sickening feeling she’d forgotten something. Looked around. Her childhood bedroom. Her bed. Flashes of the night before: Nin had brought her home. Tucked her in.
    

    
     Esther relaxed onto her pillows. Pulled the covers to her chin. Soft shadows of trees outside in the wind swayed through her window, across the wall, violet and gold. For the last year mornings had been the same, a few seconds of forgetting before remembering. Aura was gone. That morning, also, a barrage of shrieking tyres and exploding glass, the metallic smell of blood and the rigid weight of a dead swan in her arms. Aura’s photo smiling in mirror ball light. Her mother, singing, radiant in grief, and her father, offering galaxies to her between the pinch of his fingers. The sour aftertaste of vomit. Tom. The look on his face when he rejected her. Esther groaned. Crossed her arms over her ears and eyes until everything was muted and dark.
    

    
     After she’d run from Tom, away from Aura’s memorial to the shelter of the shack, Esther had sat on the small veranda, searching the night sky in vain. It wasn’t the right time of year; the Cygnus constellation was under the horizon. Aura sitting beside her, nudging Esther’s shoulder with her own.
     
      Dad used to tell me that, before you were born, he’d bring me here… Said he pointed up at Cygnus and told me my little sister was coming from the brightest star in the
     
     
      swan’s spine, down her wings, into my arms on Earth. When they brought you home from hospital, I apparently cried and demanded you be sent back; story goes I’d expected my little sister to be a starry baby swan, not an oddly shaped, pinch‑faced little screamer.
     
    

    
     In the early hours Nin had shown up at the shack, Tina Turner wig in hand and face lined with worry. Esther had clung to her. Of course, she’d known where Esther would flee to – the shack was where she’d always sought solace when she was overwhelmed. The last day Aura was seen alive she’d been near the shack, calling to the sea.
     
      Eala, Eala
     . Calling for Esther. Nin had stayed with Esther and watched the stars, until she was ready to
    

    
     She rolled over in bed, trying to roll away from memories but dived further into them. Aura’s face hiding behind a Princess She-Ra mask, only her eyes visible, twinkling with wildness and mischief. 
     
      Sisters of Seal and Swan Skins! Séala and Eala! Raise your swords and your voices!
     Her shrieks echoing off the granite boulders as she runs from the shack down to the sand, through vines and shells. Esther running to catch up, roaring behind her big sister, both girls brandishing their gold plastic She-Ra swords in the air.
    

    
     Esther sat up and kicked her legs free of the sheets. Slid an idle foot under her bed, toeing the soft edge of the blanket holding the dead black swan. Her heart pounded fast.
    

    
     ‘Are you okay?’ she whispered.
    

    
     Beyond her closed door, a ribbon of Nin’s laughter floated down the hallway. Esther shook herself into her senses. Left her bedroom and went to the kitchen.
    

    
     Sizzling frying pans cooled on the stove. The lingering smell of fried eggs, toast and coffee made hunger growl through her body.
    

    
     ‘Ya, Starry,’ Nin said around her last mouthful of yolky toast.
    

    
     ‘Ya, Starry. Nina nayri?’ Queenie sat by Nin, nursing a cup of tea. Raised her eyebrows in question of Esther’s wellbeing.
    

    
     ‘Morning,’ Esther answered them. ‘I’m good,’ she replied to Queenie before turning to Nin. ‘Thanks for bringing me—’ She stopped when she noticed Nin smile at something over Esther’s shoulder. Goosebumps shivered across her neck; she sensed someone behind her.
    

    
     ‘Is the flux capacitor playing tricks on me?’ Her father’s voice. Esther turned to see Jack, his arms outstretched. ‘Or is this our girl, come home?’
    

    
     Esther stepped into his hug. ‘Hi, Dad.’ She softened her body into the reliability of his worn flannel shirt and the smell of the same sandalwood soap on his skin. The hard edge of his collarbone was unyielding against her cheek; there was so little of him for her to bury herself in. Hidden in costume the night before, she hadn’t realised how much of a physical toll the last year had taken on him. ‘Where’s—’
    

    
     ‘We’re going to head off,’ Queenie intercepted. ‘Let you two catch up.’ Nin took her cue and started gathering their overnight bags and the small tower of Queenie’s serving platters.
    

    
     ‘Thank you so much for last night and for… everything, Queenie. We’re so grateful,’ Jack said.
    

    
     ‘You’re welcome, Jack. Wulika.’
    

    
     ‘Bye, Queenie.’
    

    
     ‘I’ll walk you both out,’ Esther offered. Nin started to protest but stopped as she caught the look on Esther’s face.
    

    
     ‘What’s up?’ Nin asked when she and Esther were alone by the front door.
    

    
     Esther fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. All her words came out at once. ‘I have to go. I can’t stay here, Nin. Have you seen Mum this morning? What, she can’t pull herself away from the studio long enough to have breakfast with us? With me? I haven’t had a conversation with her since I got back. And Dad. His sadness. He’s so thin. Fuck, he’s so thin.’
    

    
     ‘Breathe.’ Nin braced her by the arms. ‘I’m guessing you haven’t exactly made an effort either, to go to your mum and talk to her?’
    

    
     Esther hesitated. ‘No.’
    

    
     ‘Things take the time they take.’ Nin gave Esther an affectionate squeeze. ‘This isn’t just about you. You’re not the only one this is hard for. Right?’
    

    
     ‘Right.’
    

    
     ‘Okay. First things first,’ Nin said, ‘I’ll get your ute sorted today. I’ve still got your keys. I’ll ring Nifty’s and get it booked in and I’ll let you know how long it’s going to take.’
    

    
     Esther’s shoulders sagged in relief. ‘You’re wonderful. Thank you. For last night, and for this, and for looking out for me, Nincompoop.’ Aura’s old nickname for her best friend rolled off her tongue. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘Old habit.’
    

    
     Nin clenched her jaw. ‘No one’s called me that in a while.’ She breathed deeply. Took a moment. ‘I know this: when we lose people we love, they go back to our ancestors, back to the stars. All that love doesn’t just vanish. It’s absorbed by country and sea and sky, by everything, and it lives on. I know this,’ Nin said. ‘But it still hurts, every single day that she’s not here with us.’
    

    
     Esther’s eyes welled. ‘It feels good to talk about it. Missing her.’
    

    
     ‘Listen,’ Nin said, after a moment. ‘Mum’s on call today, but we need to put ourselves back together a bit after last night, so we’re going out later to collect shells. If it all gets too much here, take a break and come with us, like old times?’
    

    
    

    
     Esther sitting next to Aura, two teenagers on the white sand. At their backs, towering blue gums and coastal heath bushes. The sea rolls out in front of them like a jeweller’s velvet mat. In gentle breeze and warm sun they sit, holding shell jars, minding flasks of tea and packets of biscuits, all the while watching the women on the shore. Nin, Queenie and others in their family stand in calf-deep saltwater, bent at the waist, trousers rolled up, sweeping their hands through fronds of golden bull kelp. Every now and then pausing to pluck an inconspicuous brown shell off a frond and drop it into a clear, small jar. Later the shells will be taken home, cleaned out and, by an ancient practice unknown to Esther and Aura, become piles of iridescent gems on Queenie’s shell-stringing table. Glowing in captivating purples, blues, greens, pinks, silver and gold, the colours of an Aurora sky. As if the shells were lit from within.
    

    
    

    
     ‘I’d love that,’ Esther said. ‘I’ll see what happens here, if Mum can separate herself from her tattoo gun. Text me later?’ She opened the front door.
    

    
     ‘Will do.’ Nin started to walk out to her car where Queenie was waiting. ‘Starry?’
    

    
     ‘Yeah?’
    

    
     ‘Tell him. Now. About kylarunya. Get it off your mind. Start yarning.’
    

    
     Esther waved Nin and Queenie off. Shut the front door and leaned against it.
    

    
     ‘Starry?’ Jack called. ‘Cuppa?’
    

    
     Esther walked back into the kitchen, nerves shooting through her stomach. She didn’t know how to be at home, alone with her dad. How to pick up from where she’d stormed out over a year ago on that still, silent afternoon. How was she meant to begin, to unpick the knot of all the things they’d never said to each other since Aura came home from Denmark, and then disappeared. Let alone how to broach the subject of her accident with the swan the day before. ‘Hey. You’re shaking, love. Come, sit down.’ Her dad drew a chair at the kitchen table.
    

    
     Esther sat. Jack went to the kettle and poured hot water over a tea bag.
    

    
     ‘So. Where’s Mum?’ Esther asked.
    

    
     Jack kept his back to her.
    

    
     ‘Gone for a dive,’ he said. ‘Went early this morning.’
    

    
     Of course. If Freya wasn’t in her tattoo studio, she was in the sea. It was an obsession she and Aura had shared, craving the depths off the coast, through the kelp curtain, where underwater forests grew tall, and bobs of seals swam.
    

    
     When Jack turned, he couldn’t meet Esther’s eye. He set her cup of lemon and ginger tea down and sat beside her. ‘Didn’t see you much last night. All I could get out of Nin was that you two ended up at the shack. Are you okay?’
    

    
     Esther took sips of her hot tea, craving its warmth. ‘Got anything stronger?’ she joked.
    

    
     ‘Sure,’ Jack replied and stood.
    

    
     ‘Dad, I was kidding.’
    

    
     ‘I’ve got whiskey, sloe gin, some mulled wine. What’s it gonna take to get you to tell me how you are?’ This time he met her gaze.
    

    
     ‘Whiskey, please.’
    

    
     He took a bottle off the shelf over the stove and eased the cork from the top. Poured a nip into her steaming cup. Sat back down and looked at Esther expectantly.
    

    
     She sighed. ‘It was just rough, coming home, Dad.’
    

    
     ‘I get that, love.’
    

    
     ‘No, Dad. I mean. Fuck.’ Esther put her head in her hands.
    

    
     ‘Swearing, Starry.’
    

    
     ‘I killed a swan.’ Esther sat back and lifted the hair from her brow to show Jack her forehead.
    

    
     ‘You what?’
    

    
     ‘Queenie checked me out last night before the party, I’m fine. It happened down at the grove near the boulders. I drove into it. The swan. Or it fell onto my ute. I don’t fucking know, Dad…’
    

    
     ‘Swearing, Starry,’ her father murmured, holding her face as he
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    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Seven Skins of Esther Wilding: A sweeping and beautiful novel about the far reaches of sisterly.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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